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Although we’re only a few days into the new year, chances 

are that many new year’s resolutions have already been bro-

ken.  But, beginning a new activity on January 1 is just as ar-

bitrary as starting on June 1.  So, every day is a chance to 

make another commitment to behavior change.  This time 

however, make it work for you with some guidance from 

research. Three recent studies provide ideas for making a 

goal into a sustainable habit.  We’ll use the example of exer-

cising as it’s a common and challenging one.  However, this 

applies to any new behavior or activity. 

 

• Temptation Bundling—A University of Pennsylvania pro-

fessor just couldn’t motivate to go to the gym and in-

stead just wanted to stay home and binge Netflix. Given 

this temptation, she created a rule for herself:  she could 

only watch Netflix at the gym.  And...it worked!  She 

started exercising regularly. The idea that you can make 

it easier to perform a behavior that’s good for you over 

the long-term by combining it with a behavior that feels 

good in the short-term is called “temptation bundling.”  

This professor then conducted a study and found that 

those using temptation bundling were 29-51% more like-

ly to exercise compared to the control group.  

  

• Instigation Habit—Researchers at Iowa State have found 

that when trying to create a new routine and establish a 

new habit, it’s critical to focus on the prompt that tells 

us it’s time for the new behavior.  For example, while 

resolutions about exercise often focus on what to do 

once we’re at the gym, the Iowa State study found that 

what cues us to get to the gym needs some work first.  

For example, the end of the work day can cue a person 

to drive to the gym instead of home. For others, it’s a 

morning alarm that signals it’s time for a jog. Some may 

even start each day by reading an intention they wrote 

or an inspirational poem. Over time, when paired with 

the activity, the prompt will more easily trigger it.  An-

other example is that you might always listen to a partic-

ular song just before an activity that you’d like to make 

habitual (ex., meditating, studying, homework,  a crea-

tive pursuit, etc.).  Research suggests that it can take 

more than a month of responding to cues before we es-

tablish a reliable routine.  However, once it’s in place, 

notice how the cue and the behavior become such a part 

of you and your day. 

 

• The Fresh Start Effect—Why do so many wait until a 

time-based event to begin a new activity?  Researchers 

find that a milestone date acts as a new mental  

accounting period that helps us to forget past disap-

pointments and adopt a new view of ourselves.  Essen-

tially, we forgive ourselves (very important) and begin a 

clean slate with more optimism & motivation.  So, if a 

birthday, anniversary or another significant date is ap-

proaching, try using it as your “fresh start” moment.  Or, 

turn the calendar to the beginning of a new week for the 

same result.  We have, in fact, the power to believe 

whatever we choose!  We don’t need to wait until 2024!    
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